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Whether you dream about becoming a rock star or a sought-after talent playing local gigs,

Starting Your Career as a Musician will guide you along the path to success. Author Neil

Tortorella explores the myriad opportunities in music today and details proven strategies for

seeking them out. He reveals the common pitfalls and traps that are often encountered and

provides aspiring musicians with time-tested advice on how to avoid them. Jam-packed with

the practical know-how you need for success in the music business, Starting Your Career as a

Musician is brought to life and made easy-to grasp through the wisdom and experiences

shared by numerous working musicians. While it won’t show you how to be a better musician,

this indispensable guide will teach you how to make a living with your music, promote yourself

or your band, get booked, and maximize additional revenue streams.
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MusiciansNotesIndexIntroductionMusic: It’s a powerful thing. Music paints a sonic picture that

can make us laugh or cry. A song can bring back the memory of a moment in time or transport

us to another place. Voltaire is credited with saying, “With great power comes great

responsibility.” And so it is for the musician.When musicians wield their instruments, they have

a responsibility to their audience. That audience might be a sold-out stadium crowd or simply

the musician sitting alone, playing to express what’s in his or her heart. Either way, it’s an

emotional experience—at least it should be. There are expressive musicians, and there are

mechanics. Mechanics may know the notes and tempo, but there’s no feeling or emotion in

their efforts.A musician’s instrument should be an extension of himself or herself. Where the

instrument ends and the artist begins should be transparent. Great players are ones who know

their instruments so well, they don’t need to think about the instruments. The passion within is

automatically passed through to the instrument.Music is a universal language. It’s hardwired

within us. A song played in Kansas or Outer Mongolia will usually evoke the same emotional

response. There’s a load of research that’s been done on the psychological effects of music on

human emotion. But I believe that when all is said and done, the good or great musician

understands this language intuitively. Sure, the mechanical musician can play a song, but

without an understanding of the nuances of the language, the song is just a collection of notes

and some musical notation on a piece of paper. It will always lack those elusive elements of

heart and soul.A CAREER IN MUSICWith these definitions in place, it’s time to start talking, or

rather writing, about a career in music. At the top of the list is the fact that it’s not easy. A

search on YouTube will quickly demonstrate that there’s no shortage of talent out there. If you

expect to have a musical career, talent should be a given.Even if you’re the best player on the

planet, it doesn’t matter much if nobody hears you. That means it is critical to aggressively

promote yourself or your band. Right about now, you’re likely thinking, “But I’ll be selling out.”

Don’t sweat it. You’re not. If you truly believe you have something of value to offer an audience,

you’re doing people a favor by telling them about you and your music. If you don’t promote,

you’ll probably find yourself sitting on your sofa playing gut-wrenching songs of love gone

wrong to an audience of one—yourself—while thinking, “Why can’t I get any gigs?”Beyond

promotion, becoming a successful musician means setting goals; understanding your

audience; having some basic business skills; learning and growing as an artist; and, most

important, having drive and the right, positive attitude. The good news is that all these things

can be learned. It just takes the willingness to learn them and put your knowledge into

action.Unless you happen to be clairvoyant, you don’t know what the future holds. Lao Tzu is

credited with saying, “The journey of one thousand miles begins with a single step.” So, you’ve

got to start somewhere. Hopefully this book will help you take that first step and then move



forward. Who knows? You might just become the next big sensation—or not. You might get a

steady stream of weekend club gigs, find a job as the music minister at a church, or teach. It all

depends on your goals.THE STATE OF THE MUSIC INDUSTRYThere’s more good news.

Well, more of a double-edged sword type of news. There has never been a better time to be a

musician, whether you’re a solo act or with a band, because of the technology available to

artists. On the flip side, there’s significantly more competition, all of whom are vying for fame

and fortune, the gig at the bar down the street, or that minister of music job that just opened

up.A bit of a history lesson is in order. In 1877, Thomas Edison, while tinkering with a new

telegraph gizmo, noticed speech-like noises emanating from the device. He toyed with it a bit

more and developed the first phonograph. He recorded “Mary Had A Little Lamb” by the end of

1877. The song became an instant, chart-topping hit, mostly because it was the only

successful recording of a human voice in existence. And so the recording industry was

born.Edison’s phonograph evolved into the gramophone, the graphophone, the Victrola, and,

eventually, eight-track and cassette tapes followed by compact discs (CDs). Music was now

widely available to the population. Plus, it was relatively easy to obtain; all it took was a trip to

the record or department store. Some folks opted for the convenience of joining record clubs

and received their melodic orders via the Postal Service.Then came the beginning of the death

throes for the record labels. The Grim Reaper came in the form of digital music, the Internet,

file sharing, and various other threats to an industry that had become bloated and huge.The

label, also known as the record company, is responsible for producing, promoting, marketing,

distributing, and selling an album. The label sinks a load of dough into an artist, betting the

audience will love the performer. If the people in the audience do, they buy CDs, tickets to

concerts, and various merchandise. In return, the label takes the lion’s share of the profit.In the

past, an artist or band had little hope of making it big without being discovered by an A&R

person working for a label. (A&R stands for “artists and repertoire”; in some circles, mostly

musicians’, it stands for “attitude and rejection.”) A&R people are powerful in the record

industry. They scout talent and sign the winners. They also nurture the band, aid in song

selection, find the right producer, and act as the liaison between all the various departments

within the record company, among other tasks.When an artist is signed, the full fury of the label

is unleashed. Marketing plans are developed, public relations efforts are launched, distribution

channels are arranged, and radio and other broadcast media are wooed. Then there are the

more mundane tasks involving legal issues, bookkeeping, and finances. And, of course, there

are the tour booking arrangements made either through an in-house department or by contract

with an outside booking agent or agency.The point here is that all of this takes money—lots

and lots of money. After everybody takes a piece of the revenue pie, unless the artist becomes

a platinum superstar, he or she is often left with a royalty that might be just enough to buy a

burger and, perhaps, some fries.All this worked fine for years—at least it worked fine for the

record companies. As for the artists … well … it didn’t always work out so great for some of

them. But that’s another story.Bloated and huge things tend to move slowly. Therein lies the

problem with monolithic record companies. With the advent of the digital age, the Internet,

mp3s, and the like, things started moving at the speed of light. The labels simply couldn’t keep

up. They were complacent and set in their ways. Add to the mix plummeting CD sales, file

sharing sites, and blatant musical piracy, and the recording industry began to look something

like the portrait of Dorian Grey. Strikingly handsome and youthful on the surface, but decaying

just below.Then, along came Apple’s iTunes, which focuses largely on selling singles. Record

companies typically make money on album sales. Although sites such as Napster pre-dated

iTunes, the latter, when paired with the iPod, essentially changed the distribution model for



music sales. With almost 80 percent of the legal digital music market, iTunes became the top

dog in the digital music arena. The record companies, albeit reluctantly, had no choice but to

dance with iTunes because that’s where people were buying. People like instant gratification,

and Apple gave it to them. This is a feat that the traditional record company model simply

couldn’t accomplish. Other threats included Internet-based radio services such as Spotify and

Pandora.As if iTunes, Spotify, Pandora, and other services didn’t leave enough of a gaping

wound, piracy was a strike to the heart. Piracy is, for all intents and purposes, stealing. Yet,

while most people wouldn’t think of going into a store and getting a five-finger discount on a

product, they think nothing of sharing tunes illegally. This might entail emailing a friend a cool

new song, downloading mp3s from a site without paying for them, or burning a CD of an album

to pass along to someone else. Sure, it seems innocent enough, but it costs the record

companies millions or more in lost revenue—and that’s not to mention the loss of revenue for

the artists. These are the people who created the music and make their living from it.To battle

this, record companies are struggling to find new revenue streams. The 360 deal, also known

as a multiple rights deal, is becoming popular, especially with larger record companies. This

arrangement allows the record company to receive a percentage of all of a band’s or individual

artist’s earnings. That means concert ticket sales, merchandise, endorsements, and so forth—

everything. In return, the label agrees to promote the artist for a longer period of time and work

to develop new opportunities for the artist. Some labels are seeking to exploit, or further

exploit, licensing deals. But, any way you cut it, the traditional label model is in deep

trouble.WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR THE MUSICIAN?Ironically, the doom and gloom

hovering around the record companies spells opportunity for the smart and savvy musician.

Rather than being at the mercy of a faceless corporation, questionable A&R executives, bad

contracts, and paltry royalties, artists are taking control of their work and the direction of their

careers.Artists now have the ability to open a one-on-one dialogue with their fans via social

media and various online tools. They can learn what their fans like and want. That’s pretty

valuable information and sure beats guessing.Collaboration tools online abound. Artists no

longer need to work in a vacuum. These tools, such as SoundCloud and Indaba, allow

musicians and even fans to share thoughts and ideas, tracks, and more.Many bands are

bypassing the record companies altogether, opting to promote directly to their fans. In the past,

this would have been an impossible undertaking. Twenty-first century technology changed that.

Bands and solo artists are, more and more, becoming authentic small businesses whose

products are music, live performances, merchandise, and more. Online tools, such as Topspin,

ReverbNation, and FanBridge, are constantly being developed or improved to help them do it.Is

it easy? No. Profitable? Perhaps. When a band decides to go it alone, it means that in addition

to rehearsing, performing, writing, and all the other usual musical tasks, the band members

also need to handle all the tasks normally done by the record company. Those include tasks

such as marketing, public relations, networking, schmoozing the media, keeping an eye on the

books, and managing the financial end of the business.And then there’s distribution. How will

the artist get music into the hands of the fans? Selling CDs out of the trunk of one’s car is

always an option, although somewhat archaic. Volume becomes problematic, as well. The

typical trunk will only house so many CDs between a spare tire and various other

paraphernalia. Once again, the Internet comes to the rescue. With relative ease, bands can

sell downloadable versions of their music on their website, Facebook, MySpace, Topspin, and

so forth. Selling CDs, T-shirts, and other merchandise at live shows and websites is also

natural. But more on this later.Within these pages you won’t find much, if anything, about music

theory, composition, or becoming a better musician. There are plenty of books and resources



available to help you with those points. What you will find is a blueprint for starting your career

in music, that is, how to set goals, deal with the business issues, develop a sensible, sound

plan for success, and implement action plans.Also, it should be noted that many of the quotes

and references within these pages are related to rock music. It’s what I know best, so it’s what I

write. But the core concepts, tools, and techniques will work for a band or solo artist working in

any genre.So, without further ado, turn the page, and let’s get started.1Defining and

CreatingSuccess as a MusicianSuccess is a relative term, and defining it can be somewhat

dodgy. For many musicians just starting out, success means becoming the stereotypical rock

star, complete with platinum albums, sold-out stadium shows, a mansion on the beach, limos,

and party after party. For others, it simply means creating a steady, comfortable living making

music. For still others, success means having a day job and playing gigs on the weekends just

for fun.It all comes down to this: Success is how you define it and how you define it for yourself.

When you allow others to make that decision for you, you can easily set yourself up for a load

of pressure and anxiety. Plus, the ironic thing is that even if you attain a level of success, it

usually turns out not to be what you thought it would. Then you can find yourself thinking, “I did

all that for this? Good grief!”Success has a lot to do with attitude. Thomas Edison is credited

with saying, “I didn’t fail 3,000 times. I found 3,000 ways how not to create a light bulb.”Whether

he actually said it or not (and the numbers vary depending on the version), the point is clear:

It’s how we approach success and failure that matters. Edison could have thrown in the towel

after several attempts, and we’d all still be playing by candlelight.A close friend of mine played

bass with some big names in the early days. It was mostly session work as I recall. Was that

success? Perhaps. But today he plays with Christian bands here and there, mostly for fun.

When he talks about the session work, his tone is fairly mundane. He gets a bit more excited

when he talks about the current band. He also heads up a kid’s music ministry at his church.

When he talks about that, his eyes sparkle, and you can hear the pride in his voice. To me,

that’s unmistakable success.Consider what you are trying to achieve with your music. Give it

careful thought. Here are some questions to ponder:• What does success mean to you? What’s

your definition of success?• Picture yourself as successful. What does it look like to you?• What

needs to happen or change for you and your music to become that picture?No doubt, to some

of you this will sound like a silly exercise in futility. Frankly, I’ve never been big on the whole

visualization bit, but what this does is aid in focusing your concept of success. As you go

through the questions, you might just find that what you think is important really isn’t all that

important. As mentioned earlier, our concept of success is usually the result of us buying into

society’s or some other person’s idea of what success should be for us.Here’s a case in point,

using myself as the example. By profession, in addition to being a writer, I’m a graphic designer

and marketing consultant. When I was young and stupid, I wanted to build a design firm, work

on national accounts, travel hither and yon, win awards, make a bunch of money, and do all the

stuff usually associated with that life. It was what I learned from others, both personally and

through books and articles. That was success to me—at least I thought so. I did all that and

found it wasn’t all it was cracked up to be in reality. What I thought would be fun and exciting

turned into a daily effort to make the overhead, bring in new business, meet impossible

deadlines, and perform other anxiety inducing tasks. For me, it was an abject lesson in “be

careful what you wish for, because you just might get it.”The concept of success varies widely

among musicians. Emilio Castillo, founder and leader of the highly successful urban soul band

Tower of Power, has shared his thoughts about how he defines success: “When people

recognize your music by your own personal musical signature. Once you’ve found your voice,

success varies but generally grows exponentially,” said Castillo. Lipbone Redding is a New York-



based musician with the uncanny ability to use his voice to imitate a trombone. He’s also an

accomplished soloist, songwriter, guitarist, and entertainer. Redding has noted, “Money is

important, but only to the extent that it lets me continue my creative endeavor. Sustainability, as

an artist, is a big part of success.”For part-time musician and author/hip-hop historian Sean

XLG, success means something perhaps a bit broader. “My goal as a musician is to have the

new style of hip-hop music that I created, Adult Contemporary Rap, accepted and embraced

by the mainstream world of music. It’s an alternative form of rap that primarily appeals to an

older, mature audience, whereas the only form of rap currently on the market is youth-oriented.

This would be expanding and broadening the genre,” said Sean. To some, Sean’s definition

might sound lofty and unattainable. But without visionaries we’d likely still be living in the Dark

Ages, thinking the sun revolved around the Earth. It’s the visionaries that allow music to grow,

expand, and evolve.THERE’S NO MAGIC FORMULAWhen it comes to success, sorry folks,

but there’s no magic formula that will make all your hopes and dreams come true. It’s going to

take a clearly focused plan, sensible, achievable goals, hard work, and a bit of serendipity

tossed in for good measure.The place to start is to do a self-assessment. The typical stumbling

block with a self-assessment is being honest. That doesn’t mean we set out to blatantly lie to

ourselves. Odds are, that annoying little voice in the back of our head will know and call us on

the carpet. It simply means that what’s in our mind’s eye doesn’t quite align with reality. In many

areas of our life, the way we see and understand things about ourselves isn’t the way those

traits really are in actuality. It’s normal human behavior. We tend to be too close to ourselves to

see some things clearly, while others can see these parts of us. So, when doing a self-

assessment, it’s important to include others. They should be people who know you well and will

give an honest opinion. It’s been said that a good friend will tell you when you’re awesome. A

great friend will tell you when you’re being an idiot. The hard truth is that it’s much better to

realize, early on, that you’re not cut out to be a professional musician, rather than sink a ton of

time, effort, and money into something that will never work out the way you hope.Here is a set

of questions, albeit not exhaustive by any means, to help get you started:• Do people who

know you believe you are well suited to being a professional musician?• Do you consider

yourself a self-starter?• Do you consider yourself naturally talented?• Do you have support

from family and friends?• Are you willing to put in the time and effort to continually improve your

playing, songwriting, and/or voice?• Do you have enough confidence in yourself and your

abilities to sustain yourself as a professional musician when things get tough?• Are you

prepared, if needed, to lower your standard of living until your musical career is firmly

established?• Do others consider you a team player?• Do you have the ability to get along with

difficult people?• Are you willing to learn basic business skills?• Do you manage money well?

Success in the music industry, no matter how you define it, isn’t usually an overnight sensation

or a get-famous-and-rich-quick thing. It takes time, effort, work, and a decent dose of patience.

You’ve got to be willing to continually improve your musical abilities, develop your business

skills, and hone your showmanship to grow your fan base. Remember, when you’re starting out

without a manager, an agent, or an A&R person watching your back (and hopefully not putting

a knife into it), you’re the one who wears all the hats. Be clear and honest with yourself about

what you’re good at and, perhaps more important, what you stink at doing. You can find people

to handle the tasks you don’t excel at doing. Sure, it will probably cost you some bucks, but it

can be money well spent that significantly helps you project a much more polished,

professional image.SWOT ANALYSIS AND SETTING ATTAINABLE GOALSNow it’s time for a

little business lesson. The next step in a selfanalysis is conducting a SWOT analysis. That may

sound like a big, scary corporate exercise complete with suits and briefcases. Actually, it’s



nothing more than an honest appraisal of your strengths and weaknesses, along with

opportunities that may help you and threats to your success. Typically, strengths and

weaknesses are internal (you), while threats and opportunities are external (them).For

example, let’s say you are one of those people who are gifted with perfect or relative pitch. If

you hear it, you can play it. That’s a definite strength. Some say it’s a curse, though, because

the world is apparently out of tune. On the flip side, maybe you’re lousy at improvisation. That

could be a weakness, especially if you’re into jazz. An opportunity might be bumping into a

ridiculously wealthy guy who’s into music and looking to invest in a band. If you’re a lead

guitarist, and guitarists are a dime a dozen in your area … and good … that would be a threat.

You get the idea.After you’ve firmly established what success means to you and where your

strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats lie, it’s time to start putting some goals and

objectives together. Goals are broad-based intentions. They make up the big picture.

Objectives, on the other hand, are more specific and measurable. The trick with goals is

making them attainable. When people make goals that are too lofty, they set themselves up for

failure from the beginning, become disappointed, and give up. For example, if you’re just

starting out, landing a major record deal next month isn’t likely to happen. Playing a fund-raiser

with a big crowd including some industry movers and shakers just might.Set goals that will

challenge you and then chop them up into smaller, quantifiable objectives that are attainable.

Each objective brings you closer to your bigger goals. Working this way will help you stay

motivated and focused as you complete each step.It’s also important to remember that goals

should not be so firmly set that they trap you in a box. They need to be adaptable and

malleable. That was a factor for Brian Doherty, a drummer and music teacher based in New

York City. On the topic of goals, he shared the following with me:My goals have changed and

evolved throughout my career. When I first moved to NYC at the age of 18, my only goal was to

get work as a musician. A bit later, my wish was granted, and I got loads of work, most of which

were crappy gigs with lousy pay. So much for reaching my goal!Later, my goals evolved to

reflect my wiser, more business oriented mind-set. They became more about me only taking

high-paying work as a drummer and producer. What happened? I stopped getting work

altogether. Now, I’ve refined my goals to [the following]:1. Maintain a strong presence in the

[music] business for as long as possible.2. Develop and nurture a network from every corner

and crevice of the biz.3. Like a slow-burning candle, maintain a steady, even hand in the

business as a drummer-for-hire while diversifying my skill set (i.e., teaching, writing,

songwriting, producing, and drumming).4. Create products that generate royalties over [the]

long term. Musicians do too much pay-for-play kind of work, while the rest of the business

feeds on the financial benefits that musicians provide.Brian’s ability to see the situation for

what it was and align his goals with reality was a smart move.Consider this: Let’s say you have

a goal to be an in-demand, constantly booked band in your regional area that can command

above average fees for gigs and grow a dedicated fan base of fans who become evangelists for

your music. That’s a fairly broad and noble goal. It’s also a huge chunk to bite off and chew on

all at once. Breaking it down into objectives might go something like this:• Set aside $___ from

each performance to be put toward demo production.• Produce demo, including studio and live

recordings, by November 30, 2012.• Compile a list of booking contacts within the region by

April 30, 2012.• Compile a list of regional media contacts by April 30, 2012.• Develop press kit

by May 15, 2012.• Have Twitter presence in place and active by June 1, 2012.• Complete

website and Facebook and MySpace pages by July 1, 2012.• Complete podcast development

by July 30, 2012.• Have street team in place by August 1, 2012.• Send press kit to booking and

media contacts, with demo, by December 15, 2012.• Follow up, by phone or email, with



booking and media contacts by December 21, 2012.As an independent artist or band seeking

to make a career in music, it’s critical to remember that this is your job, your livelihood, and a

business that will enable you to eat and pay the rent. It’s not a hobby. Planning your career is

paramount to success.WHERE DO YOU FIT IN?The music industry offers a variety of career

positions. There are players and performers, arrangers, producers, songwriters, composers,

teachers, and more. All are worthy. Each can be extremely rewarding and satisfying. Virtually

all of them, however, are highly competitive.After completing your self-assessment and SWOT

analysis, you might find that what you thought you wanted to do isn’t the best career path for

you. Your skills, talents, and training might be better suited to a different position within the

music industry.is an excellent site to visit for information about the many positions available

within the industry. As a matter of fact, the site lists more than 100 roles, complete with

descriptions, salary ranges, training and education needed, opportunities for advancement,

and more.The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics lists some interesting points about musical

careers, several of which will be no surprise. Here are some highlights:1• Part-time schedules—

typically at night and on weekends— intermittent unemployment, and rejection when

auditioning for work are common; many musicians and singers supplement their income with

earnings from other sources.• Competition for jobs, especially full-time jobs, is keen; talented

individuals who can play several instruments and perform a wide range of musical styles

should enjoy the best job prospects.• Full-time musicians with long-term employment contracts,

such as those with symphony orchestras or television and film production companies, enjoy

steady work and less travel.• Most instrumental musicians work closely with a variety of other

people, including colleagues, agents, employers, sponsors, and audiences.• Long-term on-the-

job training is the most common way people learn to become musicians or singers.• Formal

training may be obtained through private study with an accomplished musician, in a college or

university music program, or in a music conservatory. An audition generally is necessary to

qualify for university or conservatory study. The National Association of Schools of Music is

made up of 615 accredited college-level programs in music. Courses typically include music

theory, music interpretation, composition, conducting, and performance (either with a particular

instrument or a voice performance). Music directors, composers, conductors, and arrangers

need considerable related work experience or advanced training in these subjects.• Musicians,

singers, and related workers held about 240,000 jobs in 2008, of which 186,400 were held by

musicians and singers; 53,600 were music directors and composers.• Around 43 percent

worked part-time; 50 percent were self-employed.• Many found jobs in cities in which

entertainment and recording activities are concentrated, such as New York, Los Angeles, Las

Vegas, Chicago, and Nashville.• Of those who earn a wage or salary, 33 percent were

employed by religious, grant-making, civic, professional, and similar organizations and 12

percent by performing arts companies, such as professional orchestras, small chamber music

groups, opera companies, musical theater companies, and ballet troupes.• Employment is

expected to grow as fast as average.• Talent alone is no guarantee of success: Many people

start out to become musicians or singers but leave the profession because they find the work

difficult, the discipline demanding, and the long periods of intermittent unemployment a

hardship.• Median hourly wages of wage-and-salary musicians and singers were $21.24* in

May 2008. The middle 50 percent earned between $11.49 and $36.36. The lowest 10 percent

earned less than $7.64, and the highest 10 percent earned more than $59.92. Median hourly

wages were $23.68 in performing arts companies and $12.50 in religious organizations.•

Median annual wages of salaried music directors and composers were $41,270 in May 2008.

The middle 50 percent earned between $26,480 and $63,200. The lowest 10 percent earned



less than $16,750, and the highest 10 percent earned more than $107,280.• It is rare for

musicians and singers to have guaranteed employment that exceeds 3 to 6 months.• Because

they may not work steadily for one employer, some performers cannot qualify for

unemployment compensation and few have typical benefits such as sick leave or paid

vacations.Does that sound somewhat bleak and meant to scare the heck out of you?

Absolutely! But it’s far better to know what you’re getting yourself into at the beginning, rather

than find yourself playing for tips in a park or on the sidewalk to make ends meet.THE

ELUSIVE TRAIT CALLED “DRIVE”The Oxford American Dictionary carries several definitions

of the word drive. As a verb, it’s defined as “to propel or carry by force along a specified

direction,” or as “to work to an excessive extent.” As a noun, drive is defined as “the

determination and ambition of a person to achieve something.” If we put those together, we

come up with a definition something along the lines of “the ambition of person to achieve

something (a musical career, in this case), propelled and carried by sheer force of will and hard

work.” That can be whittled down to a simpler concept: If you truly believe in yourself, in your

talent and value as a musician, never take no for an answer. In the words of Jon Bon Jovi,

“Success is falling nine times and getting up ten.”2* All dollar amounts mentioned in the book

refer to the U.S. dollar (USD).Being successful requires drive and also a very targeted focus on

what you’re trying to accomplish. When you lose focus and lose sight of your goal, you lose.

Period. If you find you’d rather do battle with the PlayStation than practice and rehearse, it

might be time to think of a different career path.Lots of people in all sorts of professions know

what they need to do to be successful, yet they don’t do it for a variety of reasons. It might

seem too tough. It could be fear. They simply might be too lazy. They may think they don’t have

the resources, and rather than find alternate ways to find those resources, they just give up.To

sum up, you might be the most talented player around, but without the drive and ambition to

back it up, unfortunately, it means little.DEFINING YOUR MUSICIn business, there’s a thing

called an elevator pitch. It’s a short blurb you say when somebody asks you what you do.

Typically, people respond with their job title: “I’m an accountant,” “I’m a photographer,” “I play in

a band.”The problem with these responses is that they’re not engaging, or, worse, they’re

utterly boring. They do nothing to open a dialogue with the other person.The trick is to think of

words and phrases that truly describe your music, particularly if you play originals. These

descriptions should be brief but capture the attention of the other person—something along the

lines of (and this is a stretch), “Our music is like the intersection where Metallica meets Jewel.”

The other person should come away thinking, “Wow! I need to hear that.” Of course, this is

much easier said than done.The words you use to describe your music need to be tightly

honed and so appealing as to encourage people to do something—buy/download a tune or a

ticket, tell a friend, and so forth. Don’t leave this to chance. If you’re in a band, talk to your

mates. Agree on what to say and be consistent. Painful? Sure. Sometimes it can be a

challenge to agree on things. But it is nonetheless necessary. This will become a core element

of your brand, which will be discussed more in chapter 3.The ability to accurately describe your

music will go miles toward positioning your act. Positioning is one of those terms used by the

suits in marketing. It simply means where your brand—your band or act— fits in the minds of

the fans, media, and other influencers. People like to pigeonhole all sorts of things. Let them. It

makes it easier for them to think about various bands and put them in a nice, tidy box. There

will be plenty of opportunity to spread your musical wings after you’ve established

yourself.Eclectic musician Frank Zappa was known for creating music that was often difficult, if

not impossible, to categorize. For the majority of his fans, he was known as a rocker who wrote

some pretty avant-garde stuff that was unique. That was his commercial positioning. Yet few



likely knew that Zappa was also a classical composer, particularly later in life. The point is that

your positioning isn’t necessarily the only type of music you perform or write—but it is what you

promote.During the British Invasion of the early 1960s, The Beatles were positioned as the

nice boys from Liverpool. Sure, they had long hair and sang, “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” But, they were

still the nice young chaps you wouldn’t really mind your daughter dating. The Rolling Stones,

on the other hand, were the bad boys of rock and roll. They were more than a wee bit on the

scary and dangerous side. The positioning fit both bands and worked well.THE IMPORTANCE

OF DEVELOPING A PLANI’ve mentioned planning a lot so far. But what should your plan

include, and how do you put it together? A fair question. A plan is, by definition, a detailed

proposal for doing or achieving something. It’s like a road map you use to guide your direction

and decisions, while providing a measuring stick for your success or missteps.Developing a

clear, well-thought-out, and sensible plan can, almost automatically, put you ahead of the pack.

That’s because the pack didn’t take the time and effort to draft one. They simply let their

musical career happen to them, rather than taking control of their destiny. Sure, they have

hopes, dreams, and hazy ideas, but they have nothing in writing that will hold them

accountable and responsible for realizing those high-minded hopes.It’s important to remember

that a plan isn’t meant to stifle your creativity or be a spontaneity crusher. It’s not selling out or

boxing you into a concrete container. A good plan is flexible and should be malleable, based on

current circumstances, while still guiding you where you want to go. While music is art,

professionally, it’s also a business, and your career should be treated as such.By now, perhaps

you have some goals and objectives. You may have defined your musical niche and your fans.

That’s a place to start. A band that sounds like Metalocalypse’s Dethklok is going to have a

reasonably different plan from somebody who sounds like Woody Guthrie. There may be some

common points, but the specifics will, and should, vary in order to successfully reach and

impact their audience of fans, influencers, booking agents, and such.Developing your plan will

be addressed in detail in chapter 3. But, for now, here are some of the components of a typical

plan:• Executive summary: This is an overview of the entire plan. Think of it as the highlights

and major points.• Goals: As mentioned, define what you are trying accomplish and why.•

Define the band identity: What is your band or individual act all about? Who and what are you

in the minds of your audience? Or, what are you trying to be? This should also include your

desired positioning in your public’s eyes.• Marketing and promotion overview: How are you

going to get the word out and get your music on the audience’s radar screens? What tools and

resources will be needed to accomplish that effort?• Audience/fan profile: Who are they, and

what’s important to them? The more you can learn about your fans, the better. Don’t try to be

all things to all people. When folks do, they often end up becoming nothing to everybody

because there’s no differentiation. It all begins to sound the same, and there’s no compelling

reason for the audience to listen to you over all the other bands.• Competition: Learn all you

can about those other guys and gals who are breathing down your neck, vying for the same

gig. What are their strengths and weaknesses? What are their marketing efforts like? This

should include a review of their music, of course, but also their Internet presence,

merchandise, posters, live shows, and so forth. The more you can find out, the better.•

Revenue sources: Savvy musicians leverage their assets to maximize revenue and profit.

Sound capitalistic? It is. But being a starving artist, for the most part, stinks. You might not get

rich and famous, but making a comfortable living while doing what you love sure beats living in

a cardboard box along some forgotten alley. Some revenue sources include original music, live

shows, digital downloads, merchandise such as T-shirts, and CDs. There are also potential

opportunities for licensing and selling your tunes to various commercial applications, or for



writing and playing music for games, theater, broadcast, and so on.• Action/promotion plans:

These are your objectives. It’s where you detail how you’re going to reach your goals. Your

action plans might address these points: Print, including flyers, posters, business cards, and so

forth. The Internet, including your band’s website, blog, and social media Public relations and

networking Developing a press kit Live show development: What will you do on stage that is

unique, has impact, engages the audience, and is memorable? Also consider whether you’ll

need props and special equipment. This section can also cover your strategy for playing

benefits to gain recognition and similar venues.• Merchandise: Merchandise is stuff you sell at

shows and can give away as a promotional tool. The typical stuff includes CDs, T-shirts, and

posters. But why not get imaginative and stretch yourself a bit? How about a USB drive with

your band’s logo and a few tunes on it? Key chain bottle openers can be a hit as can beer

koozies. Nobody likes a warm beer at a show. These are also called premium items, and most

are dirt-cheap to buy but can be sold at a nice profit.• Budget: This is exactly what it sounds

like. How much money is it going to cost you to jump-start and continue your marketing and

promotional efforts? You don’t need all the money at once. A percentage of show fees and

other revenue sources can be put aside to fund your efforts over time.Beyond this, it’s

important to plan how you’re going to deal with money. How will you get paid, and what does

that money go toward? The band members need to be paid. There might also be others, such

as a manager, agent, PR person, and so on, who want their slice of the pie. Plus, there’s

equipment to buy or rent, maintain, and repair beyond the dollars earmarked for marketing and

promotion. As you become more successful, you can count on more outstretched hands

wanting their share.• Marketing calendar:When you complete your plan, or at least have a solid

draft, it’s a good idea to create a marketing calendar to help keep you on track. You’ll know

what needs to be done and by when and how much money needs to be put aside to make it all

happen. Google Calendars is a handy tool for this. It’s free and, because it’s Internet-based, it

can easily be shared among the band members and other key people. You can find it at .2Your

Musical EducationIt should come as no surprise that a musical education starts early for most.

For some, it’s a labor. For others, it’s instinctive and intuitive. In my case, it was a labor and one

that I utterly abhorred. I started playing piano when I was roughly seven or eight years old.

Fortunately, over time, I’ve managed to successfully block much of the trauma from my

memory.Like most kids around my age at the time, I wanted to learn Beatles tunes. I wanted to

don a mop-top wig while singing, “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” My teachers, however, wanted me to

learn classical compositions, assorted theory, scales, and chord progressions. I had one

teacher who would smack my hands when I screwed up. I had another who believed bribery

was an acceptable teaching method.Although her name escapes me, she was a little old lady

who, once each week, would show up at our front door loaded to the hilt with thermal picnic

bags. Inside was a confectionary feast that would make Willy Wonka proud. When I

successfully plunked out a tune, I received some candy as a reward. I think she may have been

in league with my dentist.This went on for several years. Apparently, I was supposed to be

attaining culture, refinement, and an appreciation of the arts. What I actually received was a

headache, in three-quarter time, for one hour each and every misery-ridden day between

lessons and practice. But at least the candy lady didn’t smash my fingers.My son, on the other

hand, is one of those instinctive players. If he hears it, he can play it. And he can play it on

pretty much whatever instrument happens to be close by. His gift, it would seem, did not

emerge from my part of the gene pool.My son began his musical education in the fifth grade,

playing trumpet. We were fortunate to live in a school district that valued music and the arts,

along with sports. He learned to read music, studied theory, honed his ear, and mastered the



practical bits about making a pleasant sound come out of that horn. In a short time, he became

first chair for trumpet in his school orchestra.When he was thirteen, I started to teach him to

play guitar. It was the usual fare—basic chords, twelve-bar blues, and such. Within three

months, he was tapping, playing sweep arpeggios, and moving up and down the fretboard with

amazing speed and accuracy.How did he do it? Practice … and YouTube. He would practice for

roughly four hours each day. He’d pour over YouTube videos to learn a particular technique.

The point here is that this stuff doesn’t just happen, in most cases. It takes dedication, time,

and a willingness to screw up, learn from your mistakes, and start again.Guitarist Florian

Opahle started her musical education very early on. It’s paid off. She began working with

Jethro Tull front man Ian Anderson in his solo band and orchestral projects.I started with

musical pre-education at the age of four… . At the age of five I picked up the guitar and had

lessons in classical guitar until the age of twenty. Also, when I was twelve, I started taking

electric guitar lessons. At the age of eighteen, I began the first recording and live sessions for

various artists in different studios here in Germany.While on the road with a female singer

called “Masha,” we had the great chance to open up a tour for Jethro Tull as a support act. That

is how I met Ian Anderson. He then later offered me [the chance] to play guitar in the Ian

Anderson plays the Orchestral Jethro Tull Tour. A dream came true!Opahle, Anderson, and

company toured Europe and the United States with a full orchestra, the Neue Philharmonie

Frankfurt, conducted by John O’Hara; the show has been captured as a DVD release.FORMAL

TRAINING OR THE SEAT OF YOUR PANTS METHOD?When it comes to learning music,

there are plenty of methods. Being self-taught is the method many start with. That’s how I

started with guitar. I bought my first guitar without having a clue how to play a note, let alone an

entire chord. I bought a few guitar magazines and some sheet music and tried to make sense

out of it. My piano background helped a bit. At least I had some sort of a reference point to

begin with.I’d listen to records and try my best to pick out the songs. Frankly, I wasn’t very good

at it. But I had a secret weapon. My best friend, who, like my son, can play anything, was just a

phone call away. Actually, I think he was at my house more than his own, so that was pretty

handy. All I needed to do was ask, “Hey, how does that tune go?” He’d guide me through. It’s

similar for many musicians. They have friends, band mates, or others who will take pity on their

poor, clueless souls and teach them this song and that.Learning from other musicians is a

typical path and, arguably, the path taken by most professionals. As mentioned, there might be

some background from classes at school, but learning various techniques, songs,

arrangements, and so forth is how many musicians hone their skills.Defining the terms self-

taught and formal education can be a bit nebulous. Self-taught is usually defined as just that—

picking up an instrument and figuring out how to make music with it. That’s often backed up

with the input of other musicians, friends, and such.These days, musicians have the benefit of

learning tunes, techniques, and more via YouTube videos. Many well-known artists freely share

their tools of the trade to help out others. Plus, because it’s Internet-based, this type of learning

can be done on your own schedule, whether it be your desktop, laptop, tablet, or other

device.But what if you can’t find another musician or teacher? That was the problem for Natalia

Paruz, also known as “The Saw Lady.” Playing the saw is pretty unusual, and finding instruction

can be more than a challenge.Originally trained as a professional dancer, Natalia was a trainee

with New York’s noted Martha Graham Contemporary Dance Company. All that changed in an

instant. When asked about her path into the music industry and education, she shared,One

day, on my way back from Lincoln Center, I was hit by a taxi cab. That put an end to my dance

career. To cheer me up, my parents took me on a trip to Europe, and in a show for tourists I

saw a guy playing a musical saw. That was the first time since the accident that I felt excited



about something other than dance, and it started my musical career. I was attracted not only to

the mesmerizing sound but also to the visual—it is one of the only instruments where the entire

instrument moves when one plays it, so it’s like a dance! …When I was in elementary school, I

learned to play recorder, piano, and guitar. I sang in a choir, and I learned music theory. But I

wasn’t serious about it. When I wanted to learn to play the saw, I discovered that there were no

teachers to be found, so I was forced to be self-taught. As a result, I developed my own

technique, which enabled me to play louder, faster, and more accurately than other saw

players.Natalia’s dedication to learn her newfound instrument has opened the door for several

other opportunities and activities. She notes, “I founded a festival, the NYC Musical Saw

Festival, now in its tenth year (). The festival promotes the musical instrument I play. Instead of

being in competition with other people who play the same instrument I do, I bring them

together. There is more power in joined forces.“Also, I organized a Guinness World Record for

the Largest Musical Saw Ensemble. We broke the previous record of twenty-eight musical saw

players that was made in Poland with fifty-five musical saw players in NYC. This got us

world[wide] acclaim and recognition.” I don’t know about you, but my hat is off to Ms. Paruz.

She’s quite a remarkable woman and musician.
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